Alexandria Quartet
When Vespasian was at Alexandria, preparing to set out for Rome and the imperial destiny towards which the gods of Judaea and Egypt were summoning him, 1 he is said to have conversed in his palace with three philosophers: Apollonius of Tyana, Dio Chrysostom and Euphrates.
2 Vespasian muses on how the shortcomings of his predecessors have brought the principate into disrepute and asks for advice on how to wield power effectively and fairly. Both Euphrates and Dio suggest a restoration of power to the people-Euphrates through the establishment of a democratic form of government, Dio through a referendum by which the people could choose what form of government they desired.
3 Apollonius rejects these suggestions as impractical; it is the kind of advice one might expect a philosopher to accept, but not an ambitious politician who has already put plans in operation to acquire the most powerful office in the world. Instead he gives practical advice on how Vespasian should conduct himself and his government once he has gained his objective, advice that, composed with the advantage of authorial hindsight, the historical record shows largely to have been followed. Euphrates and Dio are discredited; but that is not the end of the story. Apollonius will not take up Vespasian's offer to become his philosophic adviser through anger at his decision to rescind Nero's declaration of independence for Greece. 4 So Philostratus begins his writing of Flavian Rome.
5 Ever since Plato developed the idea of the philosopher-ruler and set up the Academy as a school for statesmen, the relationship between philosophy and government had been problematic; a signal example is Plato's own thorny relationship with the tyrannos of Syracuse. The conversation at Alexandria sets up the possibility that this new reign will be one of those rare moments where there is fruitful dialogue between philosopher and princeps. But such is not to be. As the positions advanced by Euphrates and Dio Chrysostom in Philostratus' narrative show, philosophy has dangerously democratic tendencies.
